Modern depictions of the Passion must decide how to portray Pontius Pilate. Was he a pawn of the Jewish leaders, or did he bear some responsibility for
progressively exculpated in early Christian literature do not take full account of what the ante-Nicene church fathers said about Pilate.
Just as today, early Christian authors did not hold one unified view of Pilate. Some Christians eventually demonized the Roman governor. The medieval document Mors Pilati relates the tradition that Pilate committed suicide, after which his body was thrown into various bodies of water from the Tiber River in Rome to the Rhone in Vienne, France, and eventually plunged into Lake Lucerne in Switzerland. According to this document, demons followed Pilate's body, and wherever it was deposited they haunted the local inhabitants. 4 In actuality, early Christian writings, including apocryphal literature, assess Pilate and his role in the death of Jesus in various wayssome positive, some negative. This study, however, will focus on what the ante-Nicene fathers said about the Roman governor. Most of the references to Pilate in these writings are incidental, not containing substantive assessments of the Roman governor, and are often employed as a foil to the Jews. In addition, some of these writers use Matthew 27:24 to exculpate Pilate, while others use the same passage to condemn him. This paper will demonstrate that there is no smooth and linear progression in the writings of early church fathers about the Roman governor.
Justin Martyr (c. 100-165 ce)
One of the earliest Christian writers to discuss Pontius Pilate was Justin Martyr, 5 an important Christian apologist from the second century who mentions the Roman governor twelve times in his extant writings. 6 Most often he simply employs Pilate's name as part of a standard formulaic identification of Jesus: "Jesus Christ who was crucified under Pontius Pilate. " 7 However, Pilate is also mentioned alone or together with Herod the Great or Herod Antipas, with no additional commentary. 8 Other times it looks as though Justin Martyr uses the name of Pilate simply as a chronological marker for the time period of Jesus's life. 9 Justin's overall opinion of the Roman governor is not readily apparent from his writings. How did Justin feel about Pontius Pilate's responsibility in the trial of Jesus? Unfortunately, Justin does not give us explicit information about that. The only clue Justin gives is connecting the Roman governor with Herod Antipas, who is characterized negatively in his writings.
For example, Justin follows the Lukan interpretation of Psalm 2:1-2: "Why do the gentiles conspire, and the people plot in vain? The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the Lord and his anointed. "
10 Justin offers this interpretation L'Apologie de Saint Justin, philosophe et martyr (Fribourg: Éditions universitaires, 1994); and Eric Osborn, Justin Martyr (Tübingen: Mohr, 1973) . For the Greek text of the apologies, see Miroslav Marcovich, ed., Iustini Martyris Apologiae pro Christianis (New York: de Gruyter, 1994) . For a recent English translation, see Leslie W. Barnard, St. Justin Martyr: The First and Second Apologies (New York: Paulist, 1997) . For the Greek text of the Dialogue, see Miroslav Marcovich, ed., Iustini Martyris Dialogus cum Tryphone (New York: de Gruyter, 1997) . For an English translation, see A. L. Williams, trans., Justin Martyr: The Dialogue with Trypho (London: SPCK, 1930) . The English translations used in this section are taken from Barnard and Williams.
6. See 1 Apol. 13.3, 35.9, 40.6, 46.1, 48.3, 61.13; 2 Apol. 6.6; and Dial. 30.3, 76.6, 85.2, 102.5, 103.4. 7. See 1 Apol. 13.3, 61.13; 2 Apol. 6.6; and Dial. 30.3, 76.6. 8 . See 1 Apol. 40.6; Dial. 102.5, 103.3. 9 . See, for example, 1 Apol. 46.1: "Christ was born a hundred and fifty years ago under Quirinius, and somewhat later, under Pontius Pilate, taught what we say he taught. " See also Dial. 85.2. 10. Author's translation; see Acts 4:25-28: "By the mouth of our father David, your servant, did say by the Holy Spirit: . For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you did anoint, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand of the Psalmist's words: " [David] Melito, who was bishop of Sardis in Asia Minor during the second century, also mentions Pontius Pilate.
13 All his works have subsequently been lost except a single homily and scattered fragments. The homily provides a window into the Quartodeciman celebration of the Pasch. Quartodecimans (from the Latin word for "fourteen") felt that the Christian celebration of Easter should coincide with the Jewish Passover on the fourteenth of Nisan, while others felt it should always be celebrated on the following Sunday. Melito's sermon is also pointedly anti-Jewish and the first Christian document to directly accuse the Jews of deicide. This vitriolic sermon also contains an important reference to Pontius Pilate and the incident of his handwashing. 14 and your plan had determined beforehand to take place. " On Justin's use of Psalm 2, see also David Rokéah, Justin Martyr and the Jews (Leiden: Brill, 2002) After Pilate unsuccessfully offers Barabbas to the Jewish crowd instead of Jesus, the Gospel of Matthew says: "So when Pilate saw that he could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, 'I am innocent of this man's blood; see to it yourselves' " (Matthew 27:24, author's translation). According to the Gospel of Peter, a second-century apocryphal account: "But of the Jews none washed their hands, neither Herod nor any of his judges. And as they would not wash Pilate stood up" (Gospel of Peter 1.1). Both citations imply that handwashing is a way to symbolically declare one's own innocence. Many scholars suspect that this type of ritual handwashing was a Jewish rather than a Roman custom.
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The irony of the Roman governor performing this rite in front of the Jewish leaders-the leaders of Israel-was apparently not lost on Melito.
Melito makes an important reference to this handwashing incident. After accusing the Jews of killing their own Lord, Melito declared:
You cast the opposite vote against your Lord. For him whom the gentiles worshipped and uncircumcised men admired and foreigners glorified, over whom even Pilate washed his hands, you killed at the great feast. (Peri Pascha 92) In this passage, Melito uses the Matthean scene of Pilate's handwashing to contrast the guilt of the Jews with the innocence of the Roman governor. By collocating the handwashing of Pilate with the gentiles worshipping, admiring, and glorifying Jesus, Melito further separates the Roman governor from the Jewish leaders in their guilt for the crucifixion of Jesus. Pilate becomes a symbol of gentile acceptance of Christ. Melito's condemnation of Jews for the trial and death of Jesus did not extend to Pilate. 2.32.4, 3.4.2, 3.12.9, 4.23.2, 5.12.5; and Epid. 97. Haer. 1.27 .2 uses the name of Pontius Pilate to mark the date of the crucifixion of Jesus.
19. See Haer. 1.7.2, 3.12.3, 3.12.5, 4.18.3; Epid. 74, 77; and Fr. 54. In Haer. 4.18.3, Irenaeus compares God's statement to Cain concerning Satan ("[Satan's] desire will be to you, and you will rule over him") to Jesus's words to Pilate ("You should have no power at all against me, unless it were given to you from above"). Apocryphal Pilate literature of the first four centuries has a few references to images in general. 22 None of these references, however, mentions a tradition of Pilate making an image of Jesus. Medieval traditions would later preserve a tradition that Veronica, whom Jesus had healed from an issue of blood, possessed an image of Jesus that was made by wiping a cloth on his face.
23
As far as Irenaeus's reference is concerned, it is not known from where he obtained this information about Pilate. P. C. Finney has proposed that Irenaeus may simply have fabricated this information, using it as a "literary topos against images" to fortify his polemic against the Carpocratians. So Tiberius, in whose reign the name of Christian entered the world, hearing from Palestine in Syria information which had revealed the truth of Christ's divinity, brought the matter before the Senate, with previous indication of his own approval. The Senators, on the ground that they had not verified the facts, rejected it. Caesar maintained his opinion and threatened dire measures against those who brought accusations against the Christians. (Apol. 5. 2) A little more than a century later, Eusebius of Caesarea recalled this same tradition. After mentioning that it was the custom of provincial governors to keep the emperor informed of important information, Eusebius repeated the basic information contained in Tertullian's account: Pilate wrote a letter to the emperor Tiberius about Jesus; Tiberius brought this information before the Roman Senate to vote upon Jesus being recognized as a god; the proposal was rejected; Tiberius continued to hold his opinion that Jesus was a god. 40 It is very likely that Eusebius was dependent upon Tertullian for his information, for after mentioning this tradition he quotes directly from Tertullian's Apology, book 5. 41 Eusebius adds the detail that the letter contained specific information about Jesus's resurrection and miraculous deeds. oneself in prayer with washed hands but a dirty spirit?" 49 This recalls New Testament passages where Jesus rebuked Pharisees for being clean on the outside by washing their hands but for being dirty on the inside without repentance (see Matthew 15:1-20 and Mark 7:1-23). Tertullian found the counsel to be cleansed on the inside rather than just the outside to be a recollection of Pilate, because he washed his hands upon delivering up the Lord. We worship the Lord; we do not deliver him up; in fact, we ought to set ourselves against the example of the man who delivered him up, and for that reason not wash our hands, unless we wash them for some defilement of human conversation for conscience' sake. (Or. 13. 1) In this case, Pilate is a negative example-in spite of his handwashing, he was not clean on the inside because he delivered Jesus up to be crucified.
Thus, Tertullian exhibits both positive and negative attitudes about Pilate's guilt in the trial and death of Jesus. It may be that Tertullian felt free to use the example of the Roman governor in different ways, depending upon the point he wanted to make. He nailed the tablet with the title "King of the Jews" at the top of the tree and showed clearly the prophet's words that, spiritually understood, Mount Zion is the cross that is the power of God. (Mont. Sina 9.2) According to the author, God inspired Pilate to put the titulus on the cross. The author does not indicate whether he felt Pilate recognized the inspiration of God or whether the Roman governor was an unwitting participant.
Pseudo-Cyprian
57 Although this reference does not explicitly exonerate or condemn Pilate, it does suggest that the Roman governor was an instrument of divine purpose.
The other reference to Pilate is in a polemical tract entitled Adversus Judaeos, probably written sometime during the first half of the third century in North Africa. 58 The author of this treatise offers an interpretation of Pilate's handwashing incident:
Pilate, a foreigner, a secular judge with temporal power, purified his hands and washed away the crime that was laid upon him by necessity, saying, "I am pure and innocent of the blood of this man" [cf. 
Origen (c. 185-254 ce)
During the same general period-the first half of the third century cein the eastern part of the Roman Empire, Origen was becoming one of the most prolific writers for the cause of Christianity.
61 Due to the sheer volume of his writings, Origen makes reference to Pontius Pilate more than any other Ante-Nicene author. Origen refers to Pilate in numerous New Testament citations without any further expansion or commentary.
62 Other references to Pilate, however, reveal a mixed view concerning the Roman governor.
In the middle of the third century, Origen responded to the accusations of the pagan Celsus in his Contra Celsum. 63 In one particular passage Origen seems to cast Pilate in a negative light. After discussing the words of the Johannine Jesus: "He who has seen me has seen the Father who sent me" (John 14:9), Origen offers this interpretation:
In these words no one of any intelligence would say that Jesus was here referring to his sensible body which was visible to men. . . . For in that event God the Father would have been seen even by all those who said, "Crucify him, crucify him, " and by Pilate who received power over his human nature, which is absurd. (Cels. 7.43)
Origen did not think that persons like Pilate and those who called for Jesus's crucifixion could see God the Father. Why? Origen continued: "No one can know God but by the help of divine grace coming from above, with a certain divine inspiration. "
64 In Origen's view, it was ridiculous to suppose that the Roman governor received a glimpse of God the Father through divine assistance or inspiration.
Origen's homilies on Luke contain two additional references to Pilate that are very similar to the preceding. 65 Origen says that only the worthy were able to see Jesus as the Word of God.
Those who deserve to see God's voice see it with different eyes. In the Gospel, however, it is not a voice that is seen but a word, which is more excellent than a voice. . . . The apostles themselves saw the Word, not because they had beheld the body of our Lord and Savior, but because they had seen the Word. If seeing Jesus' body meant seeing God's word, then Pilate, who condemned Jesus, saw God's Word; so did Judas the traitor. . . . But far be it that any unbeliever should see God's Word. (Hom. Luc. Mattäus, 3 vols. (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1983 , 1990 , 1993 . would have prevented Herod from asking that He should be put to death, in order to please the people, . . . and would have influenced Pilate, who was somewhat inclined against His condemnation, his hostility with Herod giving fresh impulse to the inclination which he previously cherished to release Jesus. But their apparent friendship made Herod stronger in his demand against Jesus with Pilate, who wished, perhaps, also because of the newly formed friendship to do something to gratify Herod and all the nation of the Jews. (Comm. Matt. 12.1) In other words, according to Origen, Pilate had previously been "inclined against [Jesus's] condemnation" and "cherished to release Jesus. " It would seem on the surface that this is a positive assessment of Pilate's culpability. But even if Pilate previously wanted to release Jesus and even if Pilate's motivation-friendship-is morally neutral, in the end it does not make the decision to condemn Jesus any less heinous. It might even make that decision look worse. In both of these passages Origen is putting forth a historical context and rationale for Pilate's actions, evaluating the circumstances and motives, rather than Pilate's guilt or innocence.
A clearer assessment of Pilate's role in the condemnation of Jesus is seen again in Origen's Contra Celsum. Here, Origen responds to Celsus's contention that nothing bad happened to Pilate after the crucifixion as a result of Pilate's role in the proceedings.
It was not so much Pilate who condemned [Jesus], since he knew that "for envy the Jews had given him up, " as the Jewish people. This nation has been condemned by God, and torn in pieces, and scattered over all the earth. (Cels. 2.34) Here Origen clearly places the blame, not "so much" upon Pilate, but upon the Jewish people, who he believed were suffering divine retribution for their part in the condemnation of Jesus.
Another passage seems to indicate even more clearly that Origen did not always judge Pilate to be an unworthy individual. In an interesting section of his homilies on Leviticus, Origen compared Barabbas to the scapegoat that was released into the wilderness and Jesus to the scapegoat which was led to be sacrificed.
67
If you ask who it is who led this he-goat "into the wilderness" to verify that he also was washed and made clean, Pilate himself can be taken as "a prepared man. " Certainly he was the judge of the nation itself who sent him by his sentence "into the wilderness. " But hear how he was washed and made clean. When he had said to the people, "Do you want me to release to you Jesus, who is called the Christ, " and all the people had shouted out, saying, "If you release this one, you are not a friend of Caesar, " then it says, "Pilate demanded water and washed his hands before the people, saying, I am clean from his blood; you should see to it. " Thus, therefore, by washing his hands he will appear to be made clean. (Hom. Lev. 10.2.2.) Origen compares Pilate to the "prepared [or ready] man" [anthrōpos etoimos] 68 who was to wash himself after sending away one scapegoat and sacrificing the other (see Leviticus 16:24, 26, 28) . So also Pilate washed himself after sending away Barabbas and "sacrificing" Jesus. This would seem to clear Pilate of culpability, as Origen concluded: "by washing his hands he will appear to be made clean. "
Thus continues the inconsistency that is seen in Tertullian and other authors. Although inclined to group Pilate with Judas and the Jewish leaders, even Origen seems to minimize Pilate's role in the condemnation of Jesus. It would seem that the Roman governor was used in whatever way best suited the exegesis at hand. 68. See LXX Leviticus 16:21: "And Aaron shall lay his hands on the head of the live goat, and he shall declare over him all the iniquities of the children of Israel, and all their unrighteousness, and all their sins; and he shall lay them upon the head of the live goat, and shall send him by the hand of a ready man into the wilderness. "
Although authors in the Middle Ages would later expand this tradition, 74 Eusebius was the first known author to record the idea that Pilate committed suicide after his tenure as governor of Judea. Eusebius ascribes the suicide to personal misfortune resulting from the punishment of divine justice.
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Conclusion
This paper has examined the references to Pontius Pilate in the writings of the Ante-Nicene fathers. One can see that this literature contains no substantive discussions of Pilate himself nor of his role in the condemnation of Jesus. Often references to Pilate are only incidental, stemming from the citation of a particular scripture that happens to mention him. But in such cases the author does not give any concrete exegesis of Pilate in the biblical citation.
76 This makes it difficult to assess the characterization of Pilate in any one author, let alone collectively.
Further, these incidental references to Pilate are frequently employed, not to tell us about Pilate, but rather as a foil to the Jews. Pilate is made to look better in comparisons for the purpose of making the Jews look worse. 77 If authors do not really find Pilate innocent, he is at least a useful tool for polemic. No author explicitly states that Pilate is completely innocent of the condemnation of Jesus. In passages where the Roman governor's innocence is emphasized, the implication is that, at best, Pilate is less guilty than the Jews.
This analysis has also shown that Pontius Pilate is not viewed in a progressively more positive light over the course of time. Though some scholars have emphasized early Christian efforts to exonerate Pilate, it is clear that not all Christians agreed with this positive assessment of the Roman governor. Justin Martyr mentions Pilate as a co-conspirator with Herod Antipas, 78 while Melito emphasizes that Pilate washed his hands of responsibility for Jesus's death. 79 Irenaeus, on the other hand, says that Pilate did not want to participate in the condemnation of Jesus. 80 Hippolytus taught the same in comparing Pilate to Daniel, who did not want Susanna to be slain. 81 Tertullian claimed that Pilate wrote a letter to Tiberius in defense of Jesus, was already a Christian in his heart, 82 and was forced by threat of violence to condemn Jesus. 83 In spite of this, however, Tertullian elsewhere declares that Pilate's washing of his hands did not cleanse him. 84 Origen, like Tertullian, describes Pilate's innocence in one place while emphasizing his guilt in another. For Origen, Pilate was like Judas and other unbelievers who were unworthy to see the Word of God.
85 But Origen also claims that Pilate was not as guilty as the Jews 86 because he was not initially inclined to condemn Jesus and only did so because of his friendship with Herod. 87 Origen implies that Pilate's handwashing, like the washing of the "ready man" of LXX Lev. 16:21, appears to have made him clean.
88
Pseudo-Cyprianic writers emphasized the innocence of Pilate. They taught that Pilate' s mind was moved upon by God to write on the titulus that Jesus was king, 89 and that Pilate was pure and innocent of the crime because it was laid upon him by necessity. 90 But by the fourth century, Eusebius, who also mentions the report that Pilate wrote a letter to Tiberius in defense of Jesus, 91 concludes that Pilate committed suicide because of his own misfortune and also out of divine retribution for his crimes against Jesus. 
